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THE PROPHECY CONCERNING IMMANUEL: 
ISAIAH VII., 13-17. 

By Prof. Edward L. Curtis, 

McCormick Theological Seminary, Chicago. 

To explain rightly any word of prophecy, one must appre- 
hend the circumstances in which it was spoken, and also the 
general character of prophetic utterance. Fortunately, we 
have given the historic setting of this famous passage con- 
cerning Immanuel. It is found in the previous verses of the 
chapter, and also in the narrative of 2 Kings 16: 1-9. The 
kingdom of Judah was suffering an invasion from the united 
forces of Israel and Syria. Under these distressing circum- 
stances, the question which must have been uppermost in all 
minds, was From whence should help be sought — how shall 
we be rid of our enemies ? Two plans seem to have presented 
themselves : one, that of the people using their own resources, 
putting their trust in Jehovah their God, looking to Him as 
their deliverer; the other, that of seeking help through a 
foreign alliance, and inviting Assyria to come against Israel 
and Syria. The latter plan was acceptable to Ahaz and the 
court. The former was that urged by Isaiah. He was confi- 
dent that the power of Israel and Syria had been over-rated ; 
that their force had already spent itself. He gave this as a 
Divine message, calling them the two tails of smoking fire- 
brands, contemptible adversaries soon to be broken. If 
Ahaz would only put his trust in Jehovah, and rely upon 
Him, all would be well. Jehovah even offered him a sign 
whereby this fact might be confirmed. Ahaz, however, 
refused to ask this sign, saying that he would not tempt 
Jehovah. He was evidently determined to adopt the other 
policy, that which he finally pursued, of inviting the assist- 
ance of Tiglath-pileser, king of Assyria (2 Kings 16: 7-9). 

In these circumstances, Isaiah uttered the passage under 
consideration : — 
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' ' Hear ye now, O house of David : is it a small thing for 
you to weary men, that ye will weary my God also? There- 
fore the Lord himself shall give you a sign, behold a maiden 
is with child, and beareth a son, and shall call his name 
Immanuel. Butter and honey shall he eat, when he knoweth 
to refuse the evil, and choose the good. For before the child 
shall know to refuse the evil, and choose the good, the land 
whose two kings thou abhorrest shall be forsaken. The Lord 
shall bring upon thee, and upon thy father's house, days that 
have not come, from the day that Ephraim departed from 
Judah; even the king of Assyria" (7: 13-17). 

"Before, then, the child of a woman, now pregnant, 
shall be old enough to distinguish between that which is 
good and bad, not only shall the land of Israel and Syria 
be devastated by Assyria, but also your land shall be over- 
run and laid desolate by the contending armies of Assyria 
and Egypt. You bribe Assyria to come against Israel and 
Syria, and thereby you invite disaster to your own people." 
This is the plain meaning of these verses addressed to the 
house of David, in connection with those that follow. (In 
the translation given above, I have followed the Revised 
Version, introducing into the text two marginal readings, 
which are abundantly sustained by critical authorities, and 
need no defence. Butter and honey also is the food, and so 
the sign of the land desolate and forsaken ; see verse 22). 

So much, then, for one side and meaning of this oracle; it 
was one foreboding storm and disaster to Judah. But this 
was not its entire meaning. As fearful as the oracle was to 
Ahaz and the party at the court, so likewise must it have 
been hopeful to Isaiah and his friends. Isaiah had two 
fundamental doctrines which find expression in all his pro- 
phecies. The first was that of an impending judgment to 
befall Judah, the second that of the saved remnant, or the 
indestructibility of God's people, or the ultimate salvation of 
the people and city of God. How the former doctrine, that 
of impending judgment, appeared in our oracle, we have 
already seen. The latter is seen in the name of the child, 
Immanuel, God with us. But Isaiah carried also this latter 
doctrine further than the simple or general conception of the 
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ultimate salvation of the people. As is seen in other pro- 
phecies (9: 5, 6; 11: 1), he presented in connection with it 
the promise of a future king of the line of David. An inti- 
mation of that person is also found here. It lies in the name 
Immanuel. That child, whose early days should be associated 
with such disaster, was yet in His name a token of the 
indestructibility and ultimate salvation of the people of 
Jehovah. Who then was He? To this question there could 
be but one answer. Either typically or really He was the 
destined king of Israel, the One who, in some mysterious 
manner, would be the pledge, if not the actual realization, 
of God being with His people. 

His mother is indicated by a very indefinite term, i. e., 
"the young woman of marriageable age," for that is the 
strict meaning of the original. Possibly she was designed to 
be any young woman who, within the time allotted, should 
bear a child, to whom might be given the name Immanuel, 
and thus might serve as a type of the future king ; and thus, 
also, would she serve as a type of His mother. 

Possibly it may have been the prophet's own wife, for his 
child may have been called Immanuel, and (see viii. 18) been 
thus a sign of the expected One. Possibly the mother was 
nothing more than an ideal figure representing the people of 
God. This last supposition is favored by Mic. 4: 10; 5: 3. 
At any rate, the New Testament writer, who never distin- 
guishes between direct and typical prophecies, was fully 
justified in finding- this word fulfilled in connection with the 
birth of Jesus (Matt 1 : 23). 

It may now be thought that the interpretation of this pas- 
sage is too hazy, too indefinite. This leads us then to con- 
sider the second point mentioned at the beginning of this 
article, namely, the character of prophetic utterance. I 
emphasize once for all, the fact that the Hebrew prophet was 
a Seer, not a philosopher, not a chronologist, but one who 
presented certain ideas without definitely placing them in 
their temporal relations to each other. This is illustrated 
again and again in the prophetic writings. Many thoughts 
are crowded together into one picture, with no mark of the 
temporal separation found in their realization. This is the 
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perspective character of prophecy. It is manifested ■with 
especial beauty in Isa. 40-66. "The Divine act of delivering 
the people from the Babylonian captivity, and their restora- 
tion to the promised land, form, with the Messianic redemp- 
tion and the admission of all nations into the kingdom of 
God, one great connected picture, closing with the creation 
of the new heavens and the new earth." 

So likewise here the prophet places two thoughts upon one 
canvas — a coming judgment, a coming redemption. In their 
midst is a child holding a twofold relation, a sign of ruin and 
disaster on the one hand, impending and immediate (here, 
indeed, the prophet is in a certain sense a chronologist) ; a 
pledge on the other of God's gracious deliverance in the 
future. Whether Isaiah expected then and there in his own 
time that the Messiah would come, he does not tell us. He 
doubtless was well aware that when and how God would 
accomplish His purpose could only be known in its fulfilment. 

While then giving a sign of God's displeasure to the 
obstinate, unbelieving house of David, Isaiah placed in con- 
nection with it a sign of hope to the faithful of Israel. If 
his words partook something of the nature of a riddle, their 
meaning was plain enough to influence human conduct, to 
warn on the one hand, to comfort on the other. The ulti- 
mate reference of Immanuel could escape none who heard the 
prophet's other discourses, and recognized him as standing as 
a pledge of Divine deliverance and redemption. (See 8 : 8 
and 10.) As one writer has suggested, by associating Im- 
manuel with impending ruin and disaster, Isaiah meant to 
depict most vividly the fatal policy of Ahaz, showing that by 
his unbelief he had not only disestablished himself (7 : 9), but 
had also mortgaged the hope of Israel. " The child, who is 
Israel's hope, is born. He grows up, not to a throne, or the 
majesty which the seventy-second Psalm pictures — the offer- 
ings of Sheba's and Seba's kings, the corn of his land shak- 
ing like the fruit of Lebanon, while they of the city flourish 
like the grass of the earth — but to the food of privation, to 
the sight of his country razed by his enemies into one vast 
common, fit only for pasture, to loneliness and suffering. 
Amid the general desolation His figure vanishes from our 
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sight, and only His name remains to haunt, with its infinite 
melancholy of what might have been, the thorn-choked vine- 
yard and grass-grown courts of Judah." If thus terrible is 
the meaning of this figure on the one side, on the other, 
appearing so in the midst of desolation, surrounded with 
such sad ruin, it would be a sure token that God was still 
with His people, and whatever disaster might overtake them, 
in the end His remnant should be saved, and the hope of 
Israel realized. 



